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ABSTRACT 
The hobby of collecting represents the passionate 
acquisition and possession of a specific type(s) of object; 
creating a ‘spectacle’, to be shared with others. The 
fundamentality of the physical objects in collections 
against the backdrop of the growing ubiquity of 
computing provides a unique and compelling avenue for 
design. Based on interviews with 11 self-identified 
collectors, this paper discusses the role collectors have in 
informing HCI design and in turn, the potential HCI has 
in designing technology to assist collectors in sharing 
what we term the ‘spectacle’ of collecting. Toward this, 
we suggest two ideas for future designs, including 
building personal histories of individual collectable items 
and developing a simple digital means of connecting 
proximate collectors with those who stand to benefit from 
collectors’ unique and item-specific knowledge.  
Author Keywords 
Collecting, sharing, tangible, home, object, technology  
ACM Classification Keywords 
H5.2. User interfaces- Theory and methods  
INTRODUCTION 
The accumulation, presentation, organisation and nature 
of the ‘stuff’ in any given home provides a wealth of 
information about those who own it (Sellen 2011). From 
the perspective of the householder themselves, while a 
certain amount of ‘stuff’ in any home is necessary for the 
conduct of everyday life, many objects can also represent 
specific people, places, routines, memories, 
sentimentality and other meanings. These values and 
sentiments ascribed to both physical and digital objects in 
the home are a specific point of interest for HCI; in 
particular the tensions and differences in how 
sentimentality and meaning are ascribed to physical 
versus digital objects in an increasingly digital world and 
what this means for the design of technology in the home 
(Dobbins et al. 2013, Petrelli et al. 2010). But what if the 
important ‘stuff’ in a home takes the form of 350 egg 
beaters? What can HCI learn from the novel perspectives 
of someone who has more vintage washing machines than 
they can fit in their garage? This paper represents a novel 
redirection of HCI’s attention toward the process of 
‘collecting’, i.e. “actively, selectively, and passionately 
acquiring and possessing things removed from ordinary 
use” (Belk 1995, pp.67). Through a series of qualitative 
interviews with 11 self-described collectors, we provide a 
unique perspective on the importance of materiality and 
sentimentality associated with physical objects in an age 
of ubiquitous computing. We found collectors to be a 
passionate people, eager to share the ‘spectacle’ of their 
collection with others. We found collected objects to 
possess a meaningfulness and materiality that cannot 
easily be substituted by technology. In responding to 
these findings, we offer some suggestions for how 
technology might better facilitate and further this passion, 
without diminishing or attempting to replace the 
fundamental physicality associated with collected objects. 
BACKGROUND 
Sentimentality and materiality in an age of ubiquitous 
computing 
Ubiquitous computing has witnessed the progressive 
replacement of previously physical organisational objects 
(for example calendars and diaries) and services (for 
example banking and shopping) with computerised 
representations. A number of studies have looked into 
how this transition is changing the ways people are 
keeping, storing and ascribing meaning to sentimental 
objects and whether digital objects may be sentimental. In 
relation to digital objects, HCI work highlights the 
importance of technology in preserving and enhancing 
valued ‘digital memories’ (Dobbins et al. 2013). Byrne 
and Jones (2008) discuss ‘Lifelogging’; the process of 
digitally capturing, sharing and retelling personal stories. 
In relation to physical objects, Petrelli et al. (2008 and 
2010) look at the home as a “place of memories” and 
discuss the role of technology in preserving and 
supporting these memories. Sellen (2011) on the other 
hand argues that the meaningfulness of personal objects is 
about far more than just memory, that instead, objects 
may be linked to personal and family identity, honouring 
others and fulfilling duty. While digital photographs may 
be capable of replicating the value and sentimentality of 
their former analogue counterparts (Rodden and Wood 
2003), this is not so for the vast majority of physical 
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objects in the home that households retain, cherish and 
display (Sellen 2011). As such, rather than technology 
attempting to replace or reproduce the physicality of 
meaningful family objects, Sellen (2011, pp.10) contends: 
“Understanding the role that technology might take in the 
home of the future, then, must take into account our 
relationship to these things”. 
Collections of objects  
Following the notion that one’s identity is “writ large in 
the things that one possesses and one chooses not to 
possess” (Odom et al. 2012, pp.2), Odom et al. look at 
people’s collections of “digital things” and how the 
placement and storage of people’s digital possessions 
affects their perception of these things, in particular, 
ownership. The paper explores the peoples’ relationship 
with their collections of digital items such as digital 
photographs, music and other electronic documents. A 
difference is observed between the practices of receiving 
and storing physical versus digital artefacts (Sellen 2011). 
Research suggests that physical affairs like letters and 
bills are often placed in accessible and visible locations, 
for example letters on the hall table or bills stuck to the 
fridge (Taylor et al. 2007), while digital information is 
more likely to be locked away on a computer, available 
only on an individual basis (Sellen 2011). 
Collecting as a hobby 
Collecting specific types of objects as a hobby on the 
other hand has not been discussed thus far in the context 
of HCI and ubiquitous computing, despite considerable 
attention from authors from sociological disciplines (e.g. 
Belk 1995, Macintosh and Schmeichel 2004). Literature 
from other disciplines recognises collecting as 
consumerist activity; that the powerful consumer culture 
in Western countries offers an array of available objects 
and trends that tempt prospective collectors (Belk 1995). 
Collecting can be a fulfilling and emotional pursuit, 
including the thrill of ‘the hunt’, and the ‘rush’ associated 
with the procurement of a desired object. Collecting can 
contribute to feelings of competence, autonomy, self-
esteem and establishing ones’ self-identity (Macintosh 
and Schmeichel 2004). Available space in the home also 
plays a key role in the size and display of collections. 
Available space influences the size of collections, while 
collections simultaneously affect the use of available 
space in the home (McKenzie et al. 2015).  
In this paper we integrate the hobby of collecting into 
HCI’s discourse on objects in the home and look at the 
people who collect, how technology can support 
collecting and the extent to which collecting and 
collections exist online. This supports existing HCI work 
on mementos, sentimentality, tangibility and provides 
implications for the design of technology. 
METHOD 
We conducted qualitative interviews with 11 self-
described collectors located in Queensland, Australia. 
Our participants ranged in age from 23 to 70 and 
comprised four men and seven women. Sampling was 
conducted through contacts made at exhibitions and 
antiques fairs, personal networks and online networks. 
All participants actively maintained collections of one or 
more types of objects. Interviews were semi-structured in 
nature, between 30-50 minutes long and concentrated 
primarily on the collectors themselves, their methods of 
collecting, their collected object(s), and the tensions 
between the physical collections and space in the home. 
Aspects of technology, legacy and social connections 
were also touched upon in almost all interviews. The size 
and nature of the participants’ collections varied widely: 
(P1) books (P2) teacups (P3) vintage surfboards (P4) car 
memorabilia (P5) axes and bullock gear (P6) egg beaters 
(P7) Black Milk brand leggings (P8) beagle figurines and 
stamps (P9) 1920’s to 1940’s stationery and ornaments 
(P10) Fire King Peach brand cookware and crockery 
(P11) vintage washing machines and tumble-dryers. 
FINDINGS 
Defining collectors and collections 
Available space and money were often cited as the main 
constraining factors behind the collections growing any 
further. Participant 1 was the only participant not actively 
procuring at the time of the interview, remarking that one 
house full of books was sufficient for him. Collections 
were not always restricted to one specific item; 
Participant 11 who primarily collected vintage washing 
machines also had a number of tumble dryers from a 
similar era; Participant 9 collected a variety of ornaments 
and stationery, provided they were made between the first 
and second World Wars. Prior to Participant 5’s current 
interest in vintage egg-beaters, she had previously 
collected enamel ware and kerosene lamps. 
Although all participants owned and maintained a 
collection of one or more types of object, we were 
particularly interested in the extent to which our 
participants identified themselves as ‘collectors’ 
specifically, or simply as people who had happened to 
acquire a large number of mementos or similar objects 
over time. In the majority of the cases, our participants 
identified themselves as collectors, often proudly so. We 
observed that the tag of being a collector embodied not 
only the ownership of the collection itself, but a 
comprehensive knowledge of the collected object of 
choice, approximate values, rarities and history: 
“Once upon a time I considered that I was an 
electrician with a hobby collecting axes. This has 
shifted dramatically over time to the stage that now I 
consider myself an axe collector and handle maker 
that works as an electrician… In the right circles right 
down the Eastern seaboard of Australia, I am known 
as ‘the big electrician from [town name], with all the 
axes’… I have a reputation that precedes me!” 
(Participant 5) 
Our participants collected for their own enjoyment and 
for the enjoyment of sharing their collection with others; 
none of our collectors sought to profit from their hobby. 
Money played an interesting dual, almost contradictory, 
role in collections. While money was essential for 
procurement and was cited alongside space as the largest 
limiting factors of our participants’ collections, monetary 
value was also noted to be largely arbitrary to the purpose 
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of collecting. Instead the sentimental value of the items 
was much more important.  
“[Selling collected items for money] is nothing I’ve 
ever being interested in doing, it’s always been the 
joke side of it, yet other people will point out ‘do you 
realise how much dollar value is in some of those 
items?’ and I said ‘that’s not what I’m doing it for’” 
(Participant 10) 
“Like the first (surf)board I bought, back in, whenever 
it was, I don’t think I’ll ever sell that, I don’t want to 
sell it. And it’s not even a good board in term of 
collectables, it’s just a cool board that got me started 
and it’s sentimental” (Participant 3) 
The spectacle of collecting 
Collections represented purposely acquired individual 
objects, all of which carried their own sentimental value, 
individual stories, histories and meanings in their own 
right. Simultaneously however, the value of the collection 
as a whole seemed to far outweigh the sum of its parts. 
Collections were things to be discussed and to be shared 
with others. Although some participants were content to 
collect simply for their own personal satisfaction, for 
many, a large part of collecting was the enjoyment of 
owning, displaying, showing off and sharing their 
collections. We term this broadly as the ‘spectacle’ of 
collecting; the pride, knowledge, volume, display and the 
love of sharing these aspects with others. For example, 
Participants 5 and 6, a married couple, actively sought out 
different antique fairs and swap-meets as an avenue to 
display and share their collections. Participant 3 had 
arranged with a surf-shop to put some of his older 
surfboards on display. Participant 1 owned over 10,000 
books, all carefully sorted according to genre and author. 
These books were kept in a second house he owned 
across the road, both for storage and as a small library to 
show to interested others. This spectacle associated with 
owning and sharing collections emerged as a key aspect 
of the enjoyment of the hobby for many of participants:  
“Yes I am very proud of my collection. I keep my 
teacups and plates in the glass cabinets the dining 
room” (Participant 2)   
“Long term I would dearly like to house all this in a 
huge shed or church or old sawmill, whatever, and 
cater for busloads of school kids, pensioner groups, 
clubs etc with good quality souvenirs, books, fact 
sheets” (Participant 5) 
These quotes highlight the importance of having an 
audience to realise the ‘spectacle’ of collecting and how 
the process of sharing one’s collection with others is an 
integral part of the hobby of collecting itself.  
Many participants even envisaged their spectacle 
outliving them, citing a desire to donate to a museum or 
similar society when they died or became unable to 
accommodate them. Participant 1 for example wished for 
his thousands of books to be eventually donated to a 
university library such that the collection and the 
knowledge it embodied could continue to be shared with 
others. 
Use of technology in collecting 
Technology did not represent a specific focus of our 
questioning and here we present only the instances in 
which the participants brought up the topic themselves. 
These responses indicated that technology, particularly 
the Internet, played a role in approximately half of our 
participants’ collections; for research, procurement, 
communication and connection with other collectors. This 
process of researching and acquiring knowledge of one’s 
collection was an important part of the collecting process. 
Further, sharing this knowledge with others was an 
important part of cultivating the ‘spectacle’ of collecting.  
In terms of procurement, Participants 5 and 6 bought 
items for their collections almost exclusively off eBay. 
They noted this had all but replaced their original practice 
of antique shopping and they now used eBay as a means 
of accessing previously inaccessible overseas markets 
from which they purchased a wider range of items. For 
another collector, a Facebook page dedicated to owners of 
Black Milk brand leggings (of which Participant 3 had 
over 100 pairs) acted as a source of advice, sociability 
and purchase inspiration for her. Participant 11 had set up 
an arrangement with a number of local and interstate 
washing machine repairers who would alert him if they 
came across an old machine they thought might interest 
him. Interestingly, aside from Participant 3’s Facebook 
comunication with other Black Milk leggings fans, no 
other participants spoke of being members of Internet-
based collecting or owners groups. Similarly, only one 
participant spoke of technology actually replacing 
tangible objects in collections; Participant 4 who 
collected automotive paraphernalia spoke of “collecting 
with my camera” as a means of remembering specific 
finds of items either too expensive or too big to add to his 
collection. 
DISCUSSION 
In this paper we have attempted to define the collector; 
we have explored some characteristics of the practice of 
collecting; and we have explored how our participants 
used technology to support their practices. In agreement 
with Belk (1995) and Macintosh and Schmeichel (2004), 
we find that collections are not simply a group of 
mementos or objects in the home which have acquired 
meaning, but objects which have been actively procured, 
thus contributing to a much larger fulfilling whole.  
The physicality of the collected items was paramount to 
their perceived value and their significance. Technology 
played an important role for a number of collectors as a 
tool for research and communication. However, only in 
one instance did technology ever replace physical items 
(“collecting with my camera”- Participant 4). As such we 
believe the role of technology in collections should not be 
concerned with attempting to replicate or replace 
meaningful items, as has been possible with digital 
photographs replicating the ceremony of sharing 
associated with analogue photographs. The acquisition of 
material objects is a fundamental component of the 
collecting process itself, and we believe design may be 
better placed to support the collecting process more 
broadly. Particularly important is augmenting collectable 
  4
physical objects with digital capabilities as a means of 
building digital histories of physical objects.  
Our collectors sported a considerable knowledge and 
passion for sharing their collection. Collections were seen 
not only as groups of individually important objects with 
their own unique histories and stories, but also as a 
‘spectacle’ of accumulated volume, knowledge, history 
and effort whose value is achieved through the sharing of 
this ‘spectacle’ with others. In essence, our collectors 
gained an image of themselves (and of their collections) 
through others. As such, we believe technology has a key 
role to play in better facilitating the sharing of this 
‘spectacle’. Below we put forward two very preliminary 
ideas for ways in which HCI may be able to augment and 
improve the experience of collecting and help collectors 
share the spectacle of their collections with others: (1) 
Building digital histories and (2) Sharing the spectacle. 
Building digital histories of collected objects 
Technology played a role in collecting for several of our 
collectors as a means of building knowledge of the 
histories of different types of objects. This background 
knowledge of a particular group of objects and the 
sharing of it with others was an important part of the 
collecting process, contributing to the enjoyment and the 
spectacle of collecting. The Internet is already rich with 
information on the design and manufacturing histories of 
products and brands, all of which provide useful 
resources for collectors. However, on the scale of 
individual objects, aside from inquiring at the point of 
sale, it is often impossible to gather information on the 
personal histories of individual items. We believe a 
potential exists for HCI to augment and enrich this 
process in a way that does not diminish or attempt to 
substitute the materiality of the collected objects. 
Parallels may be drawn here to the concept of lifelogging 
for humans, described “life experiences captured through 
digital means” (Byrne and Jones, 2008). While 
lifelogging is described in the context of lived 
experiences and storytelling, we believe the most 
promising context for design here is the construction of 
digital histories for tangible objects. 
One opportunity that we consider warrants further 
exploration is the possibility for collectors to assign 
unique identifiers such as RFID tags or QR codes onto 
discrete areas of objects. Scanning the QR code on an 
object might take the participant to an online portal where 
personal stories could be told about the object as well as 
the input of additional data such as date of purchase, 
previous uses, and any modifications or repairs carried 
out. Such a design builds upon and should be informed by 
existing research into digital memories, for example 
Dobbins et al. (2013), Petrelli and Whittaker (2010).  This 
digital portal could provide affordances for written audio 
and video capabilities for owners of any item of interest 
to tell their own stories about the particular object. In this 
way the future owners of this object benefit from an 
insight into the object’s personal history alongside the 
existing production history available online. This applies 
not only to ‘collectables’ as such, but to any meaningful 
item in the home for which a rich digital memory would 
add value. Over time, as objects are passed down, sold or 
donated, their personal histories and stories can be added 
to and grown, providing a resource for future owners or 
family members and a means of increasing the 
sentimentality and excitement of collecting.  
Many participants wished to donate their collections to 
museums or similar when they could no longer keep them 
themselves. Such digital histories of specific items could 
also provide an important resource for the growing 
number of museums utilising mobile technologies or 
other interactive media to complement their collections 
(Tesoriero et al. 2012). Thus we believe HCI has an 
important role to play in preserving, enriching and 
sharing the personal histories of individual objects, as 
well as personal histories of individual collections.   
Sharing the spectacle of collecting 
As well as building digital histories as a means of sharing 
the spectacle in the long term, how may technology best 
assist collectors in sharing their spectacle with others in 
the present? The Internet has revolutionised the hobby of 
collecting. Collectable objects can now be purchased 
from sellers located anywhere in the world, and collectors 
can now utilise various discussion forums particular to 
specific collectables. Despite this, while computer-
mediated socialisation may be useful for sharing 
information about collectables, it is far from an ideal 
platform for sharing the ‘spectacle’. We observed that a 
key part of the spectacle of collecting is the socialisation 
and experience of showing off physical objects; physical 
collections with others in the same physical space.  
As such, to support the spectacle of collecting, we 
envisage a key role of technology should be bringing 
collectors together in a physical setting. Something as 
simple as an Internet-based register of collectors 
according to locality and type of item(s) collected, may 
offer significant utility to our participants. From here, 
collectors could find like-minded collectors in a similar 
area and share information on items or on gatherings or 
swap-meets. We also see such a registry to have a useful 
potential for non-collectors to access sources of 
knowledge on a particular item. For example if a non-
collector finds an antique stamp, figurine or vintage 
typewriter in their grandmother’s loft, such a collectors 
registry could put them in touch with people 
knowledgeable on the type of item and eager to share this 
knowledge with others. This may serve to increase the 
non-collector’s appreciation of the item and potentially 
provide an avenue for procurement for the collector.   
CONCLUSION 
This paper has provided a unique perspective on 
sentimentality and on objects in the home through the 
lens of the hobby of collecting. We believe collectors 
have an important role to play in informing HCI literature 
and that likewise, HCI has a great potential in designing 
technology for this particular social group. Because of the 
niche nature of many collections and the lack of HCI 
research in this specific area thus far, we have suggested 
that these designs do need to be complicated in order to 
be extremely useful. We close by compelling others to 
expand this line of enquiry in future work. 
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